Building Identity with Diverse
Ability Students through
Art Education
Abby Sheahan

Setting
●
●
●
●
●

Suburban
Public School
Middle School-6th Grade
Art Class-One Quarter of School Year
8 IEP Students, one Paraprofessional
○ 7 out of the 8 students are in the school’s
Community Based Program

Methodology
● Case Study
○ Working with 8 IEP students in one class
○ 3 focus students
● Working with students with diverse abilities to
discover how they build identity through artmaking
● Goal is not the ﬁnished product, but rather to witness
the process of creating

Preceding Research

●

●
●
●
●

Art promotes self-expression, independence, ﬂexible thinking, social
interactions and general well-being for students (Lowenfeld & Brittain
1970).
The arts allow students to use creativity and problem solving, as well as
provide opportunity for self-expression (Malley & Silverstein 2014)
“Hands-on exploration” is critical to students’ development of creative
identity (Jeffrey & Craft 2004).
Art is a form of literacy and provides another way to form experience and
express meaning (Eisner 2009).
Inclusive classrooms can help diverse ability students develop positive
self-identity through social connections (Carpenter & Carpenter 1999).

Student 1- “J” The Little Engine that COULD!
●
●
●

●

The biggest struggle was always beginning
Sensory aversion-prevents him from being fully invested in his artmaking
○ Adaptation: Gloves while working with messy materials
J referred to himself as “The Little Engine that Can’t!”, when he was afraid or
believed he couldn’t do something
○ Constant encouragement and reminding him he COULD
He had his bad days, but many really good days where he stepped out of
his comfort zone
○ Working with Oil Pastels, he was so invested in his drawing, he did not
even notice/mind his hands getting dirty

J’s Artwork

Sketchbook Drawing-Chug Chug Shoe

Alligator Metal Carving

Student 2- “D” The Spark of Joy
●
●
●
●
●
●

Loved Art class and every project was always his “favorite”
Work was never complete-always wanted to add more
Had no fear when it came to starting- very detailed drawings
Followed directions and always listened intently to demonstrations done
by the teacher
Loved to show others his work, asking, “What do you think?”
○ Very open to comments and suggestions to improve his work
Always kind and encouraging to other students in the class
○ Loved to help and clean!

D’s Artwork

Dog and Wolf Metal Carving

Sketchbook Drawing-Jackson the Decepticon

Student 3- “S” The Leader of the Pack
● Took on the leader role in her group
● More focused on making her work “realistic”
● Least amount of physical limitations, but more hesitant and
self-critical
● Very focused on end product rather than the process of artmaking
● Used the adapted models for artmaking that she really did not need
to
○ Stencils, smaller scale projects, adapted tools, etc.
● I really pushed her to not use the adapted materials because I knew
that she was capable of succeeding without them

S’s Artwork

Dolphin Metal Carving

Sketchbook Drawing-Animals

Personal Reﬂection
● I really found that working with these students were some of the
most genuine and enriching moments I’ve had while student
teaching
● I found these students to be fully honest with their thoughts and
feelings, and that can be seen translated into their artwork
● Though there were days that were a struggle, the good days
deﬁnitely outweighed the bad
● I learned so much from this research experience and feel so lucky
to have worked with such a great group of students!

Final Analysis
-Let the students show you their limitations-don’t impose
limitations on them
-Sometimes students will not need the adaptations, but
always have them in place in case they need them
-These students will surprise you! Even when you least
expect them to!
-If the educator does not believe a student can do
something, the students will never believe they can either!

Thanks!
Do you have any questions?
sheahana1@udayton.edu
773-383-1206
@abbysheahan_art
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